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ABSTRACT
The Economic Returns to Bilingualism in the U.S Labor Market

This paper uses pooled cross-sectional data from the General Social Survey to analyze
the economic returns of bilingualism to adults in the U.S labor market. Bilingualism in the US is
defined as English proficient individuals who also report speaking a foreign language “very
well” or “well”. Using OLS Least Squares regression estimation where the dependent variable is
the logarithm of earnings, I modify the Mincer earnings function to include foreign language
skill variables and controls for observed demographic characteristics. Holding all levels of
human capital constant, bilinguals earn 7.7% less than English monolinguals in the U.S labor
market; however, this earnings differential is subject to the considerable variation in earnings
depending on the 2nd language spoken. When dividing bilinguals into two linguistic groups,
Spanish and non-Spanish bilinguals, Spanish bilingualism is correlated with lower overall
earnings than English monolinguals, and non-Spanish bilingualism is correlated with higher
average earnings than English monolinguals overall. Once controlling for all human capital
characteristics, non-Spanish bilinguals are associated with 9% lower earnings while the
association between Spanish bilinguals was insignificant. The economic returns to bilingualism
can vary depending on the occupational sector or prestige level. Non-Spanish bilingualism is
associated with higher earnings in healthcare occupations and in high prestige occupations
compared to English monolinguals within these occupations.
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I. INTRODUCTION
There is a common presumption that the United States is English dominated, unlike other
countries where many languages co-exist; however, 2010 American Community Survey results
revealed that the US is a multilingual nation where a fifth of the population speaks a diverse
array of languages other than English at home. The U.S. labor and consumer market is rich in
cultural diversity, making it reasonable to think that hiring bilingual employees can widen their
potential consumer base or help serve their current customers more effectively.
Research on the returns to bilingualism is more limited in the U.S labor market than in
regions where many languages coexist such as Europe. Despite the widespread research on the
positive returns of learning English in international countries, most of the research on
bilingualism in the U.S. labor market limits its analysis of bilingualism to immigrants that
learned English or US natives that acquired proficiency in a foreign language. Although results
vary in magnitude and significance, in general bilingualism is associated with lower earnings in
the US labor market. I intend to explore whether there are in fact returns to English bilinguals in
the U.S. labor market using data from more recent years.
a. Economic Relationship between Bilingualism and Earnings
Bilingualism constitutes a form of human capital because it is a skill that can be
developed like other productive skills and investing in it comes at an opportunity cost of the time
and resources that could have been devoted to other skills. According to the human capital
theory, knowledge of a second language endows individuals with additional skills that enhance
their labor productivity and potentially lead to higher earnings (Liwiński 2019). Foreign
language skills can improve productivity in the workplace by allowing for more effective
communication with customers, coworkers, or the expansion of their external network.
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Bilingualism may have a larger impact on the marginal product of labor in specific occupation
sectors that require frequent human interaction or business with international clients. This
additional human capital endowment should increase bilinguals’ earnings if employers actively
demand these skills.
As with any form of human capital, investing in foreign language skill acquisition comes at a
cost that will only be worth it if the potential wage gains exceed the cost of investment (Liwiński
2019). English monolinguals acquiring proficiency in a foreign language can be time-consuming
and costly; however, it is much less likely for bilinguals in the U.S. to have grown up speaking
English and then learned fluency in a foreign language only through schooling. As seen in past
research and my data, bilinguals in the U.S. labor market are often immigrants that acquired
proficiency in English as a second language or children of immigrant parents that may have
learned another language other than English at home. Efficiency in learning a language is usually
higher the younger and more educated a person is, possibly lowering the opportunity cost for
some bilinguals in our sample (Grenier 2015).
The human capital theory comes with a tradeoff, as taking the time to learn or maintain a
second language may decrease the amount of time spent learning other skills and thus reduce
wages (Weiss 1995). However, there is not enough information to determine if individuals who
acquired foreign language skills in the U.S. spent significantly less time learning other skills.
Another aspect of this is that US bilinguals may not be as proficient in English as monolinguals,
causing the returns to earnings, if any, from knowing a foreign language to be more than offset
by the adverse effects on earnings from deficiencies in English (Chiswick & Miller 2016).
Foreign language acquisition or ability could also signal to employers that an individual is
more capable or motivated. These skills used in 2nd language acquisition can also be skills
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beneficial in the workplace. Thus, another theory for the effect of foreign language skills on
earnings is based on the signaling hypothesis— where bilingualism acts as a signal of higher
ability and productivity to employers (Liwiński 2019). As employers seek to hire those most
rounded and able, bilingualism could garner higher wages regardless of if foreign language skills
are a required qualification to be hired for the position. In theory, foreign language skills
signaling higher levels of unobservable ability should enhance the job opportunities of bilingual
workers in the U.S. labor market.
The signaling hypothesis is subject to employers’ perspective, as bilingualism tends to be
correlated with background factors that may be less favorable in the U.S. marketplace, such as
minority or immigrant status. Rather than viewing bilingualism as a valuable human capital
characteristic, it can be thought of by U.S. employers as a heritage trait, a byproduct of being
born into an immigrant family, and not a skill that requires any investment- thus not needing to
be compensated (Gándara 2015). Bilingualism may insignificantly impact earnings in the U.S.
labor market because employers may value foreign language skills without necessarily paying
them more than English-only speakers. Furthermore, suppose bilingualism is associated with an
accent or in some way signals ethnicity or an immigrant ancestry; this can serve as a basis for
discrimination in the labor market and may even negatively affect earnings. (Chiswick & Miller
2016). The economic relationship between foreign language skills and earnings in the US labor
market is complex, making it difficult to identify or measure the pure economic returns of
bilingualism.
Using OLS Least Squares regressions where the dependent variable is the logarithm of
earnings, I modify the Mincer earnings function to include observed demographic characteristics
and foreign language skill variables. To fully explore the relationship between bilingualism and
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earnings in the U.S. labor market, I evaluate the effects of bilingualism on earnings within
linguistic groups, occupation sectors, and occupation prestige groupings in 3 additional models.
Although I do find lower earnings overall for bilinguals when holding all human capital
characteristics constant, I also find a significant positive association with earnings for nonSpanish bilinguals within healthcare occupations and high prestige occupations.
II. LITERATURE REVIEW
One of the first major contributions to my topic was in a paper by Lindsay Lowell and
Richard Fry, “The Value of Bilingualism in the U.S. Labor Market,” which investigates whether
bilinguals enjoy an earnings premium in the U.S Labor Market. With data from the 1992
National Adult Literacy Survey, Fry and Lowell focus on U.S. workers by limiting their sample
to 7921 men, ages 18-64, with positive weekly wages. Within this sample, respondents were
defined as bilingual if they know English “very well” and a foreign language at least “well”.
Respondents were defined as English Monolinguals if they know English “very well” and whose
preschool language was only English or didn’t know a foreign language at least “well.”
Fry and Lowell estimated the standard human capital wage equation with additional
language skill variables and distinguished between two bilingualism gradations—depending on
whether the respondent self-reported understanding the foreign language “very well” or “well”.
Their analysis found that in the United States in 1992, the nominal wages of male workers fluent
in a second language exceeded those of workers who only knew English. However, it is stressed
that the estimated returns to bilingualism are highly sensitive to the inclusion of control
variables.
As Fry and Lowell progressively add controls into their estimation, it is interesting how
the significance of foreign language skills on earnings fluctuates. When including only age and
7

geographic residence controls, their analyses found no significant gains from bilingualism; but,
once adding additional controls for race/ethnicity of the worker, bilinguals experienced marginal
gains. However, the marginally higher wages of bilinguals primarily reflected the higher levels
of education of bilinguals. Once Fry and Lowell controlled for respondent education levels, the
regression analysis showed no statistically significant wage pay-offs to competency in second
languages. When examining returns to bilingualism within four linguistic groups (Spanish,
European, Asian, and other languages) or eleven occupation sectors, there was also no
statistically significant contribution to weekly wages once all workers’ human capital
characteristics are held constant.
In another study, “Does Bilingualism Among the Native-Born Pay”, Barry Chiswick and
Paul Miller explore the impact of foreign language skills on earnings of “Native-Born
Bilinguals”: defined as respondents that were born in the United States and indicated that they
speak a language at home other than or in addition to English. Although he finds that bilinguals
earn a statistically significant 4.7 percent less than monolingual English speakers, Chiswick and
Miller then explored in more detail the earnings of the group of bilinguals given the large
variability of earnings across linguistic groups. Thus, the single variable for being bilingual is
replaced with four variables: English-Spanish bilingual; English-Indigenous language bilingual;
English-other major second language bilingual; and English-residual second language bilingual.
Once controlling for linguistic groups, Chiswick and Miller find that Spanish bilinguals
have earnings 7% lower than monolingual English speakers, Indigenous language bilinguals
have earnings around 25 % lower, and other major second language bilinguals have earnings of
about 3% higher than the English monolingual benchmark group. It is stressed that the large
differences by language group show that bilinguals should not be treated as a single group. It
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suggests the drastic differences in effects of foreign language skills on earnings are due to
unobserved differences across the workers that are correlated with the 2nd language spoken, or
demand-side factors are at play, which leads to quite different labor market outcomes.
Chiswick and Miller conclude that economic returns to foreign language skills depend on the
language spoken and the reasons behind the investment in bilingualism.
In another study, “The Effects of Foreign Language Acquisition on Wages for US
College Graduates,” Christopher Nguyen replicates a similar study conducted using an earlier
version of data from the “Baccalaureate and Beyond Longitudinal Study” from the National
Center for Education Statistics. Using a representative cohort of college graduates who received
their bachelor’s degrees in the 2007-2008 academic year, Nguyen focuses on exploring whether
native US college graduates who acquired fluency in a second language experience a wage
premium in the U.S.

Aside from a significant negative relationship within his full sample, Nguyen finds no
relationship between foreign languages and wages with his targeted subsample: respondents who
spoke English growing up at home, who are US citizens and have at least one parent born in the
U.S. The next step of his regression analysis was dividing reported careers into seven categories
and interacting them with foreign language fluency. The goal was to understand if there are
benefits to acquiring a second language while working in specific sectors: personal services,
science & technology, sales, managerial, educators, business services, and other occupation
sectors. Nguyen finds that foreign language fluency significantly impacts wages in specific
sectors. Nguyen finds a positive relationship between foreign language skills and wages while
working in personal services or sales occupations and a negative relationship in
science/technology or agricultural occupations.
9

Following a similar methodology as the previous literature, I expand the research on
bilingualism in the U.S. labor market by analyzing the effects of linguistic groups and occupation
sectors within my modified models. While my results are largely conclusive with past research, I
find a significant positive relationship between the earnings of non-Spanish bilinguals in
healthcare occupations. To build off this, I examine if bilingualism has economic benefits
depending on the occupation’s prestige level. Within high-skill, high-value professions, nonSpanish bilinguals experience a positive effect on earnings.

III. THE DATA
a. Data Source and Limitations
My analysis is based on data from the General Social Survey (GSS): a project of the
independent research organization NORC at the University of Chicago, with principal funding
from the National Science Foundation. Since 1994, the GSS has been administered to two
samples in even-numbered years, each with a target sample size of 1500. The target population
of the GSS is adults (18+) living in households in the United States that speak English (or
Spanish).
The sample is a multi-stage area probability sample to the block level where quota sampling
is used with quotas based on sex, age, and employment status. The cost of the quota samples is
substantially less than that of a full probability sample of the same size, but there is the chance of
sample biases mainly due to non-responses. In general, the GSS samples closely resemble
distributions reported in the Census; however, I implemented weights correcting sample design
to mitigate any survey non-responses or sampling variation causing the GSS sample to deviate
from known population figures for some variables.
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b. Defining Language Skill Variables
Starting in 2000, the GSS introduced new variables aimed at gauging foreign language skills
in the US, making this dataset unique compared to others used in past studies. I limit the pooled
cross-sectional data to the past eight years that include all the foreign language skill questions of
interest: 2000, 2006, 2008, 2010, 2012, 2014, 2016, & 2018.
My analysis results heavily depend on the respondent’s self-judgment of their foreign
language speaking proficiency level. In the survey, the respondent is initially asked if they can
speak a language other than English, and the respondent is asked to indicate which language.
This initial question is ambiguous, potentially allowing room for respondents who took a
mandatory foreign language class in high school to answer yes, although they can only
remember how to speak a few phrases. Separating itself from data such as the Census or ACS,
the GSS provides a follow-up language proficiency question where respondents are asked how
well they can speak the foreign language on an ordinal scale: 1-Very well, 2-Well, 3-Not Well,
4-Poorly/hardly at all. By limiting its measure of foreign language skills to the key language
production skill, speaking, the GSS responses minimize the overestimation bias caused by
misreporting (Liwiński 2019). Typically speaking, rather than the ability to read or understand a
language, is considered more difficult, and thus respondents may not feel comfortable selfreporting themselves as conversationally fluent in a foreign language.
There are limitations to this 4-point scale, as the equivocal nature between “Very Well”
and “Well” (as well as “Not Well” and “Poorly/Hardly at all”) don’t elicit distinctive linguistic
proficiency choices, and thus the responses lacked differentiation. The wording of the language
proficiency question can be a source of rounding error, as respondents are forced to opposite
sides of the scale depending on whether they are familiar with a foreign language or have
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minimal knowledge. To minimize bias from rounding errors, I choose to deviate from Fry and
Lowell’s 2003 methods with a similar question and do not treat each proficiency level of the
ordinal scale as specific gradations of foreign language skills. My efforts to minimize rounding
errors and misreporting have helped shape my definition of English bilinguals in the United
States.
To properly gauge fluency in another language, I restrict my definition of an English
bilingual to respondents that indicated yes to foreign language speaking skills and ranked their
proficiency in speaking the foreign language as “Very well” and “Well”. Those that indicated
foreign language speaking skills but ranked their foreign language speaking proficiency as “Not
Well” or “Poorly/hardly at all” are defined as English monolingual respondents, as well as those
that initially indicated no foreign language skills.
The GSS was initially restricted to those able to do the survey in English; however,
starting in 2006, respondents were given the choice of if they would like to be interviewed in
Spanish or English. Requesting to be interviewed in Spanish possibly indicates less than fluent
English capabilities. Given that English is the dominant language of the U.S labor market, it is
reasonable to presume that a lack of English proficiency will hinder the potential productivity of
any individual. The drawbacks of a lack of English proficiency are likely to overshadow any
possible benefits from foreign language skills; therefore, I attempt to limit my sample to English
bilinguals or English monolinguals in the following ways.
To control for English proficiency, I consider all other bilingual respondents proficient in
English by their ability to complete the interview conducted in English. The GSS includes two
variables that indicate whether respondents who opted for a Spanish interview would have been
able to complete it in English or if they would have been excluded from the survey due to
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language barriers. These variables help ensure that those respondents who opted for a Spanish
interview don’t lack the English proficiency necessary to be a part of the sample. I exclude those
respondents that indicated they would not have been able to do the interview in English, would
have been able to do the interview in English with difficulty, or if they would have been
excluded as a language problem if it was only offered in English. Therefore, my sample consists
of respondents who opted to have the survey conducted in Spanish but indicated that they would
have been able to do the interview easily in English. A drawback of the GSS data is that there
isn’t a way to gauge other bilingual respondents' English proficiency other than their ability to
complete the interview in English. This allows room for error, as our bilingual estimate may be
capturing the effect of lower English proficiency on earnings. However, since the survey
eliminates individuals unable to take the survey in English (or Spanish), this does help limit the
sample to those with some level of English proficiency.
IV. DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS
From the GSS data, I limited my sample to 8,081 U.S workers ages 22-80 with English
proficiency, positive earnings, and positive weeks worked. As displayed in Table 1.1, 29% of
respondents indicated foreign language skills, but only roughly 18% of those qualified as
bilinguals. A large majority of the U.S. population has no foreign language proficiency, with
English monolinguals accounting for 82% of the sample. Over half (55%) of the bilingual
respondents in the sample were Spanish-English bilinguals, clearly showing that Spanish is the
most prominent 2nd language in the United States by far. The remaining non-Spanish bilinguals
are a variety of languages, with no single language constituting close to 10% of bilinguals. This
suggests that there is a large supply of Spanish-speaking labor available in the US, while the
supply of other foreign language bilingual workers is more constrained.
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The descriptive statistics of bilingual and monolingual individuals in the U.S showcases the
drastically different background ties these two groups have. While most English monolinguals
were born in the U.S. (97%), only about half of bilinguals were born in the U.S. On the other
hand, only about 3% of English monolinguals have parents that were both born outside of the
United States, while over half of bilinguals have two parents born in a foreign country. This
suggests that bilinguals in the US are more likely to be immigrants or the children of immigrants,
as well as possibly possessing non-US citizenship.
There is also evidence of ethnic and racial disparities between the two groups. Although
roughly a tenth of the sample identifies as Hispanic, 40% of bilinguals identify as Hispanic,
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while less than 4% of English monolinguals identify as Hispanic. While 82% of monolinguals
identify as white, only a little over half of the bilinguals identify as white, suggesting that about
half of US bilinguals are of minority ethnic and racial backgrounds.
Bilinguals have slightly higher average years of educational attainment than English
monolinguals. When looking within each category of respondents’ highest degree attained in
Table 1.1, we can get some insight into why these years of educational attainment differ. On
average, English monolinguals are more likely to have only a high school degree, but bilinguals
are also more likely to have less than a high school degree than monolinguals. On the other hand,
the proportion of respondents attaining a junior college or bachelor’s degree doesn’t differ
between bilinguals and monolinguals. However, bilinguals are significantly more likely to have
achieved an advanced degree (20%) than monolinguals (12%). This aligns with the theory that
bilinguals have higher years of schooling than English-only speakers.

As shown in Table 1.2, there isn’t a significant difference in the incomes of
bilinguals($53,285.36) and monolinguals ($52,442.58), and they’re both relatively close to the
average earnings of $52,593. However, given the magnitude of Spanish speakers compared to
other second languages in the U.S labor market, I follow the ideology of Chiswick and Miller
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and compare the average earnings of Spanish bilinguals, other 2nd language bilinguals, and
English monolingual speakers.

Figure 1: Earnings Distribution of Spanish and Non-Spanish Bilingual U.S Workers

When dividing bilinguals into two relatively equal size groups, Spanish and non-Spanish
bilinguals, I can visually compare the earnings distributions in Figure 1. Compared to the
average earnings of English monolinguals ($52,443) in Table 1.2, other 2nd foreign language
bilinguals earned significantly more ($62,019) while Spanish bilinguals earned substantially less
on average than both groups ($46,098). The average earnings distributions per group follow the
same pattern as Chiswick and Miller’s 2016 results.
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Figure 2: Degree Attainment Distribution of Spanish and Non-Spanish Bilingual US Workers

Although the education levels of monolinguals and bilinguals were relatively close to the
national average, this changed once I split up the group of bilinguals. Table 1.2 shows that nonSpanish bilinguals exhibit much higher years of completed schooling than Spanish bilinguals and
English monolinguals. When looking at the actual degree attainment in Figure 2, Spanish
bilinguals are significantly more likely to have a high school degree or less than non-Spanish
bilinguals. In contrast, non-Spanish bilinguals are substantially more likely to have a bachelor’s
or advanced degree. 61.4% of Spanish bilingual respondents attained a high school degree or
less; on the other hand, 62.6% of non-Spanish bilinguals achieved a bachelor’s degree or
advanced degree. Given the high levels of education of non-Spanish bilinguals, their potential
job opportunities are more expansive.
As one would expect, Spanish bilinguals are much more likely to be Hispanic (71%),
while only 2% of non-Spanish bilinguals are Hispanic. 7% of Spanish bilinguals are Black, and
13.5% of other second foreign language bilinguals are Black. This gives us insight into the
17

overall racial demographics of each language group, which is quite different from the overall
sample results. As shown in Table 1.1, Spanish bilinguals are more likely to have been born in
the U.S. than non-Spanish individuals and are slightly less likely to have as many foreign-born
parents as non-Spanish bilinguals.
Background differences between monolinguals and bilinguals and between Spanish and
non-Spanish bilinguals will make it difficult to estimate a pure language effect in the data.
Endogeneity bias from unobservable characteristics correlated with bilingualism may affect
earnings differently depending on the second language spoken. To help mitigate potential
heterogeneity bias between foreign language skills and earnings, I developed a modified
Mincer’s earnings equation that includes controls attempting to address key sources of bias.
IV. THE ECONOMIC MODEL
Given the assumption that foreign language skills constitute a form of human capital value to
the labor market, I use this to build my economic model. As in past research, I use the traditional
human capital wage equation with additional language skill variables and progressively include
exogenous control variables. All four regression specifications (I.-IV.) only include respondents
with non-missing data for all the listed variables. Specification I.) tests the general correlation
between bilingualism and income, II.) is a specification following the traditional Mincer’s
earnings function, III.) is a specification that controls for race, sex, region, and city size, and IV.)
is the final regression specification that includes controls for cognitive ability and background.
I.
II.
III.

ln(income) = f(bilingual)
ln(income) = f(bilingual, educational attainment, experience,
2
experience , hours worked, weeks worked)
ln(income) = f(bilingual, educational attainment, experience,
2
experience , hours worked, weeks worked, female, married, race,
region, city size)
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IV.

ln(income) = f(bilingual, educational attainment, experience,
2
experience , hours worked, weeks worked, female, married, race,
region, city size, parent degree, parent’s birth country)

Where the dependent variable is the natural logarithm of earnings in the prior year
expressed in 2017 dollars, educational attainment is a categorical variable representing the
respondents’ highest degree attained, and experience is the years of potential labor market
experience measured as age- years of education- 6. Hours worked, weeks worked, female,
married, race, region, and city size are mainly self-explanatory, but definitions can be found in
Appendix A. I include these to help control for observable characteristics that historically cause
differences in earnings in the United States. Bilingual is the primary dummy variable of the
model that represents if a respondent indicated fluency in a foreign language (they can speak the
language at least “well” or “very well”). Parent degree is a categorical variable I created from
the respondents’ reported mother and father degree levels, in which the highest response
represents the maximum level of parental degree achievement. To help address unobserved
heterogeneity, parental degree achievement proxies for cognitive ability in my econometric
model so that foreign language skills aren’t the only indicator of cognitive skills. I also include
two dummy variables for if the respondent has 1 or 0 parents born in the United States to control
for background. This variable helps indicate if the respondents’ parents were immigrants.
The baseline of my model is a respondent who is a male English monolingual that is
unmarried, is white, has educational attainment of less than high school, lives in a large central
city in the northeast, and has two US-born parents with the maximum educational attainment of
less than high school.
Using my four regression specifications, I replace the single bilingual dummy variable with
two mutually exclusive linguistic group dummy variables in Model 1.2, Spanish and non19

Spanish bilinguals, given the significant average earnings differential between the bilinguals.
Building off model 1.2, models 2 and 3 estimate the returns to earnings of these bilingual groups
within specific occupation sectors and prestige.
V. OLS REGRESSION ANALYSES
a. Model 1.1
As shown in columns I-III in Model 1.1, bilingualism does not significantly impact earnings
even when holding respondent education and observable characteristics constant. However,
bilingualism does affect the earnings of US workers once controlling for cognitive ability and
immigrant ancestry. Once all levels of human capital are held constant, bilinguals are associated
with 7.7% lower earnings than English monolinguals in the US labor market.
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b. Model 1.2: Linguistic Groups Specification
Spanish is the majority of second language speakers in the U.S and accounts for over half of
the bilinguals in my sample. The remaining bilinguals consist of a diverse number of languages,
with French, German, and Chinese being the most prominent second languages but only account
for an additional 15% of bilinguals. Given the prominence of Spanish speakers in the United
States, I separate bilinguals into two linguistic groups: Spanish Bilinguals and non-Spanish
bilinguals. The significantly different earnings and demographic distributions between the two
linguistic groups show bilinguals shouldn’t be treated as a single group.
Preferably, I would split the bilinguals into more specific linguistic groups, as unobservable
characteristics are correlated with the 2nd language spoken, given the cultural ties and
socioeconomic background differences they tend to have. In Chiswick and Miller’s 2016 paper,
the ACS data allowed them to split bilinguals into further linguistic groups due to its large
sample size. Still, the analysis suffered from major drawbacks by lacking a variable to gauge
actual proficiency in any foreign language. However, splitting up my sample of bilinguals into
smaller linguistic groups is out of the scope of the GSS data sample, so Model 1.2 of my
regression analysis includes Spanish bilinguals, other language bilinguals (non-Spanish), and
English monolinguals.
By splitting up bilinguals into Spanish and non-Spanish bilinguals, I can now identify a
significant correlation between foreign language skills and earnings. Without any controls,
Spanish bilinguals are associated with earnings of 14.1% less than English monolinguals, while
non-Spanish bilinguals are associated with earnings of 10.6% more than English monolinguals.
These earnings differentials are similar in magnitude but opposite in sign, possibly explaining
why the impact on earnings was insignificant once combined into one single group of bilinguals.
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Once adding controls for education, Spanish and non-Spanish foreign language skills
became insignificant despite maintaining their previous signs. Once holding all human capital
characteristics constant, non-Spanish bilinguals earn roughly 10% less than English
monolinguals in the U.S. The effect of Spanish bilingualism on earnings is insignificant once
controls are added.
c. Model 2: Interaction with Occupation Groups
Returns for foreign language skills could depend on the demand for those additional human
capital skills in particular occupations where it enhances productivity. Using 2010 census
occupation codes, I divided occupations up into seven mutually exclusive categories and
interacted them with language fluency: management/business/finance (10-950), healthcare
(3000-3540), sales/office (4700-5940), service (3600-4650), Science/Technology/Math (100522

1965), education (2200-2550), and all other occupations (2000-2160; 2600-2960; 6005-9000).
Model 2 intends to explore in further detail if the economic return to bilingualism varies
depending on occupation sectors.
Like Nguyen’s results when performing his OLS analysis with occupation groups, the
general effect of bilingualism on earnings remained statistically insignificant throughout all my
regressions. The coefficients on all 7 occupation groups interacted with Spanish bilingualism
were also statistically insignificant; while 6 of the occupation groups were insignificant when
interacted with non-Spanish bilingualism.
It is interesting to note the strong positive relationship between non-Spanish 2nd language
fluency on earnings within healthcare occupations, even once controlling for respondent
education levels. Non-Spanish bilinguals are associated with higher earnings within healthcare
occupations compared to English monolinguals in healthcare occupations. This positive
correlation with wages could potentially arise from the desire for multilingual healthcare workers
in the increasingly diverse communities of the U.S. to prevent poor health outcomes in emergent
situations. The marginal benefits of bilinguals' additional communication skills are tremendous
in an industry where it can be the difference between life or death.
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d. Model 3: Interaction with Occupation Prestige Levels
Rather than splitting the occupations into occupation-related groups, I explored the
relationship between bilingualism and occupation prestige groups I generated using NORC
prestige scores. Prestige scores are a mean value of ratings for each occupation category, ranging
from 16-80 in my sample, in which respondents primarily based their judgments of occupational
prestige on the occupational rewards or requirements (Villemez 1977). I grouped the prestige
scores assigned to 2010 census occupation codes into levels of low, middle, and high; in which
earnings, education levels, and amount of authority in the occupation tend to increase as prestige
level increases. Past research has shown occupational prestige ratings and their correlates are
highly stable across populations and time, allowing me to use them to make assumptions from
my regression analysis (Song 2020, Villemez 1977). In Model 3, I interact my bilingual language
skill variables with the low, middle, and high occupation prestige groups.
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Given that an individual’s economic returns to foreign language skills in the U.S labor
market will depend on if the total wage gains are expected to exceed the cost of investing in
those skills, it may vary across occupation prestige levels. Lower prestige jobs tend to consist of
mainly unskilled labor, while high prestige occupations require skilled labor. In lower prestige
jobs, the potential wage gains from additional human capital could be more limited by
constraints such as minimum wage and a larger supply of unskilled workers. In higher prestige
jobs, the potential wage gains are more likely to exceed the cost of human capital investment due
to the flexibility of wages in these prestigious occupations.
It’s interesting to note from Table 1.4 that non-Spanish bilinguals are the only group whose
largest proportion of workers are accounted for in a high prestige occupation (38%). Spanish
bilinguals, all bilinguals, and monolinguals all have their highest proportion of workers in low
prestige occupations. These high prestige occupations often require at least a bachelor’s or
advanced degree. Given the high levels of average education of non-Spanish bilinguals, a larger
proportion of this group can qualify for these jobs.
The general relationship between Spanish bilingualism and earnings remains insignificant
throughout this regression analysis. Once controlling for education and experience, Spanish
bilinguals in high prestige occupations are associated with lower earnings than English
monolinguals in high prestige occupations, although this estimation is only marginally
significant.
The general relationship between non-Spanish foreign language skills and earnings
remains negative throughout this analysis and increases in magnitude and significance as I add
more controls to my model. After adding all my controls, Non-Spanish Bilinguals are associated
with lower earnings than English monolinguals in the United States. However, non-Spanish
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bilinguals in high prestige occupations earn significantly more than English monolinguals in high
prestige occupations, holding all else constant. The effect of bilingualism in low prestige
occupations remained insignificant for the entirety of my regression analysis.
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VI. DISCUSSION OF RESULTS
Once controlling for all levels of human capital, bilingualism has a negative relationship with
earnings, regardless of if the second language is Spanish or a non-Spanish language. In past
studies, general bilingualism tends to have an insignificant effect on earnings once all levels of
human capital are held constant; however, I find that bilingualism is associated with 7.7% lower
earnings.
In comparison to past research on foreign language skills interacted with occupation groups,
my results produced new findings. In Fry and Lowell’s 2003 paper, they found no significant
relationships between earnings and bilingualism within 11 major occupation sectors. Within
Nguyen’s 2015 research on US college graduates, a strong negative relationship between
science & technology occupations, and a positive relationship between sales and personal service
occupations were found. In his regression analysis, Nguyen did not explore health occupations,
and this occupation sector elicits the most significant positive relationship with bilingual wages
in my analysis.
Roughly 80% of the high prestige occupations bilinguals are employed in are accounted for
in my management/business/finance, science/tech/math, healthcare, and education occupation
categories. Although high prestige occupations range across various occupation categories, they
are characteristic of high-paying positions of authority that are predominantly only accessible to
those with a bachelor’s or advanced degree. Even once holding levels of education constant, nonSpanish bilingualism is associated with higher earnings in high prestige occupations than English
monolinguals in the US.
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VII.

CONCLUSION

This paper analyzes the effect of bilingualism on the earnings of 8,081 U.S workers ages 2280 with English proficiency, positive earnings, and positive weeks worked using eight years of
pooled cross-sectional data from the General Social Survey (GSS). Roughly 18% of the sample
qualified as bilinguals, lining up with the 2010 American Community Survey results indicating
that approximately 20% of the U.S. population speaks a language other than English at home.
The slightly lower proportion of bilinguals reflects my omission of Spanish-speaking
respondents lacking sufficient English proficiency.
It is difficult to estimate the pure language effect on earnings given the significant
background and demographic disparities between the group: bilinguals are much more likely to
be an ethnic minority and are more likely to be immigrants or children of immigrants. Using
OLS Least Squares regressions where the dependent variable is the logarithm of yearly earnings,
I modify the Mincer earnings function to include foreign language skill variables and controls for
observed demographic characteristics. My analysis indicates that bilingual adults in the U.S.
labor market are associated with 7.7% lower earnings than English monolinguals once all levels
of human capital are held constant. However, this negative earnings differential is subject to
considerable variation depending on the 2nd language spoken.
Spanish bilinguals account for over half of my sample of bilinguals, while a vast array of
different 2nd languages account for the remaining half. When dividing bilinguals into linguistic
groups of Spanish and non-Spanish, there are significant disparities between the groups that
support the decision not to treat bilinguals as a singular group. Overall, Non-Spanish bilinguals
earned $62,019 in 2017 dollars, significantly more than both English monolinguals ($52,443)
and Spanish bilinguals ($46,098). 62% of non-Spanish bilinguals have attained a bachelor’s
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degree or advanced degree, displaying significantly higher education levels than monolinguals
and Spanish bilinguals.
When examining the general correlation between foreign language skills and earnings in the
US labor market without controlling for any respondent differences, Spanish bilinguals are
associated with earnings of 14.1% lower than the earnings of English monolinguals, while nonSpanish bilinguals are associated with earnings of 10.6% higher than the earnings of English
monolinguals. These estimates change drastically with the inclusion of control variables, as the
higher overall earnings of non-Spanish bilinguals primarily reflect their higher education levels.
Once controlling for all human capital characteristics, non-Spanish bilinguals are associated with
lower earnings, and the effect of Spanish language skills was insignificant on earnings.
The question of why there don’t appear to be economic returns to bilingualism in the U.S
labor market must be investigated further. The earnings deficit of bilinguals found throughout
my regressions must be capturing some other difference among respondents than simply foreign
language skills. Given two respondents are identical in every way other than one has fluency in a
foreign language, it seems very unlikely for the bilingual person to receive a lower salary given
that they could always hide that they can speak another language.
The significantly lower earnings for bilinguals in the US labor market may reflect the
tradeoff of the human capital theory. Any time spent acquiring or practicing foreign language
skills decreases the time spent developing other beneficial skills and thus can lead to a wage
penalty. On the other hand, foreign language skills can signal less favorable characteristics
correlated with bilingualism. Any effect may be from unobservable characteristics bilinguals as a
group may have from the general US population. If bilingualism is associated with race,
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ethnicity, immigrant ancestry, or lower proficiency in English, it may be subject to
discrimination in the US labor market and thus lower wages.
The economic returns to bilingualism vary depending on the occupational sector or prestige
level. Non-Spanish bilinguals are associated with higher wages in healthcare occupations and
high prestige occupations compared to similar English monolinguals. The potential additional
compensation may exceed the cost of foreign language acquisition or maintenance in high-value
positions of authority. However, this finding is very generalized as there are a lot of
unobservable characteristics associated with each individual language within the non-Spanish
bilingual group. Although my regression analysis has given further insight into possible
economic returns to bilingualism, there is room to investigate what background characteristics
are causing these counterintuitive results.
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX A: Regression Variable Definitions
Ln(income): Natural logarithm of earnings in the prior year expressed in 2017 dollars.
Observation deleted if there were zero earnings. **Respondents were asked which of the income
group ranges their earnings from their occupation for last year fall into. The median of these
income ranges represents the respondents’ earnings.
Degree: Categorical variable that represents the highest degree attained by the respondent. The
five-degree attainment categories are High School, Junior College, Bachelor’s, Graduate, and
then less than a High School degree as the omitted base category
Age: Limited to respondents 22-80 years of age.
Exp: Age – educ – 6 = estimated years of experience of the respondent
Ln(Weeks Worked): Natural logarithm of weeks worked in the prior year. Observations were
deleted if weeks worked was 0
Hours Worked: If respondents indicated they were working full or part-time (last week) in a
previous question, surveyors asked respondents how many hours they worked last week at all
jobs.
Max Parent Degree: Categorical variable from the respondents’ combined reported mother and
father education levels, the highest response was selected to represent the maximum level of
parental degree achievement. If only one parent’s degree level is reported, this represents the
maximum level of parental education. The categories and omitted base variable are the same as
for the Respondent’s Degree.
One Parent US Born: Dummy variable equal to 1 if the respondent has one parent born in the
United States, otherwise it is equal to 0
Both Parents US Born: Dummy variable equal to 1 if both of the respondent’s parents were
born in the United States, otherwise it is equal to 0
No Parents US Born: Dummy variable equal to 1 if neither of the respondent’s parents were
born in the United States, otherwise it is equal to 0
US Born: Dummy variable equal to 1 if the respondent was born in the US and equal to 0 if not
Married: Dummy variable equal to 1 if the respondent was married at the time of the interview
and equal to 0 for all other responses
Race: Dummy variable equal to 1 if the respondent reported their Race as one of sixteen
categories, otherwise it is equal to 0
1.
2.
3.
4.

White
Black or African American
American Indian or Alaska Native
Asian Indian
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5. Chinese
6. Filipino
7. Japanese
8. Korean
9. Vietnamese
10. Other Asian
11. Native Hawaiian
12. Guamanian or Chamorro
13. Samoan
14. Other Pacific Islander
15. Some Other Race
16. Hispanic
Female: Dummy variable equal to 1 if the respondent reported their sex as Female, otherwise it
is equal to 0
Bilingual: Dummy variable equal to 1 if the respondent indicated fluency in a foreign language
(FLS==1 & Spklang==Well or Spklang==Very Well) and equal to 0 if the respondent indicates
no FLS or indicates limited proficiency in the foreign language. (FLS==0 or FLS==1 &
Spklang==Not Well or Spklang==Poorly/Hardly at all)
Spanish Bilingual: Dummy variable equal to 1 if the respondent is bilingual in Spanish as their
foreign language (bilingual==1 & othlang1== Spanish) and 0 otherwise
Other Language Bilingual: Dummy variable equal to 1 if the respondent is bilingual in a
foreign language other than Spanish (bilingual==1 & othlang1 !=Spanish) and 0 otherwise
Occupation: Categorical variable equal to 1 if the respondent is employed in that occupation
category and 0 otherwise. Categories were generated using 2010 census occupation codes.
MGT/Business/Finance: 2010 census occupation codes 10-950
Science/Technology/Math: 2010 census occupation codes 1005-1965
Educators: 2010 census occupation codes 2200-2550
Health Care: 2010 census occupation codes 3000-3540
Service: 2010 census occupation codes 3600-4650
Sales/Office: 2010 census occupation codes 4700-5940
Other: 2010 census occupation codes 2000-2160 ; 2600-2960 ; 6005-9000
Occupation Prestige: Categorical variable equal to 1 if the respondent is employed in an
occupation with a high, middle, or low occupational prestige rating and 0 otherwise. Variable
generated using GSS prestige score variable for the 2010 census occupation codes. This standard
prestige score is a simple mean value of ratings for each occupation category, converted to a
scale of 0 (bottom) to 100 (top).
High Prestige: 54-80
Middle Prestige: 43-53
Low Prestige: 16-42
City Size:
1. A large central city (over 250,000)
2. A medium size central city (50,000 to 250,000)
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3. A suburb of a large central city
4. A suburb of a medium size central city
5. An unincorporated area of a large central city (division, township, etc.)
6. An unincorporated area of a medium central city
7. Not within an smsa, (within a county) and a small city (10,000 to 49,999)
8. A town or village (2,500 to 9,999)
9. An incorporated area less than 2,500 or an unincorporated area of 1,000 to 2,499
10. Open country within larger civil divisions (division, township, etc.)
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APPENDIX B: Extended Regression Tables
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